The begging behaviour of nestling birds appears to be the main signal telling parents how much food is needed by the brood. Not only may the accuracy of that information be reduced through exaggeration due to competition, but it may also vary with the age of the nestling. Younger nestlings may vary more in how frequently they call than older nestlings because they cannot discriminate stimuli as well. Thus, even if 'honest', begging from younger nestlings could be a less reliable hunger signal than that from older nestlings. We tested the prediction that parents should respond less to the increased frequency of begging from very young versus older nestlings by playing back begging calls at the nests of both younger (c5 day) and older (d6 days) red-winged blackbirds, Agelaius phoeniceus. In neither case did parents respond with consistent increases in feeding, nor did young gain more weight during playbacks. This lack of response is discussed in relation to two other recent studies of blackbirds that did demonstrate increased feeding with playbacks of begging calls.
The begging behaviour of nestling altricial birds has achieved a special significance for behavioural ecologists interested in parent-offspring conflict and the evolution of honest signalling (e.g. McNair & Parker 1979; Parker & McNair 1979; Harper 1986; Godfray 1991) . Nestlings appear to change the intensity, frequency or other aspects of their begging with changes in their hunger levels; parents may use these begging qualities in deciding how much food to bring to the nest (e.g. Bengsston & Ryden 1983; Hussell 1988; Whittingham & Robertson 1993) as well as which nestling(s) to feed on a given trip (e.g. Gottlander 1987; Smith & Montgomerie 1991; Redondo & Castro 1992; Teather 1992) . The begging signal might thus be open to exaggeration and 'dishonest' use by individual siblings or by whole broods unless some costs constrain its intensity or frequency (Parker & McNair 1979; Parker 1985; Harper 1986) . To evaluate the potential for exaggeration, more data are needed on the direct costs that may constrain the nestlings' begging behaviour (Stamps et al. 1985; Harper 1986) , as well as how parents use begging as information.
From a parent's point of view, begging behaviour is comprised of both visual and auditory information. To the human observer, the auditory component clearly varies in loudness, rate and/or how readily it can be elicited. Hungrier young may beg more loudly and also more frequently as they become more responsive to any stimuli suggesting parental arrival. Thus hungrier young are more apt to beg when no parent is at the nest as well as to beg repeatedly while a parent is at the nest. Variation in begging frequency has thus been assumed to carry information on the hunger state of a nestling or brood and to elicit the appropriate feeding rate or food allocation adjustments from parents. The accuracy of that information may vary with the nestlings' age, however, because very young nestlings respond more readily to stimuli other than the 'appropriate' cues of their parents' presence (Tinbergen & Keunen 1939; O'Conner 1984; Khayutin 1986 ). For instance, very young red-winged blackbirds, Agelaius phoeniceus, may beg to normal events such as wind gusts, bird calls and other sudden extraneous noises, as well as the movements of siblings and parents at the nest. Noise or windy days may result in more begging regardless of the amount of feeding (A. B. Clark & C. Mostello, unpublished data). Broods of nestlings older than 5 days are unlikely to beg except to stimuli clearly associated with parents approaching the nest (A. B. Clark & C. Mostello, unpublished data). Broods of younger nestlings cannot however beg as loudly as older ones (W. H. Lee & A. B. Clark, unpublished data) . With such hunger-independent differences in begging among nestlings, the interpretation of this signal by the parents may not be simple.
